INTRODUCTION
The importance of the thymic microenvironment, which is composed of epithelial cells, macrophage/dendritic cells, and fibrous stroma (Lobach and Haynes, 1988; Ewijk, 1988) , in T-cell development has been well established (Lobach and Haynes, 1988; Sprent et al., 1988) .
However, the role of individual components in thymocyte positioning, differentiation, and proliferation as well as development of a self-MHC restricted T-cell repertoire has not been fully elucidated. In order to study the relationship between thymic-microenvironmental cells and thymocytes, several investigators have used a more direct approach involving in vitro cell culture assays. However, many difficulties in maintaining pure populations, especially thymic epithelial cells (TEC) were reported (Janson and *Corresponding author. Janeway, Sun et al., 1984; Osculati et al., 1988) . TEC growth has been promoted with low calcium, serum-free medium (Piltch et al., 1988) , medium supplemented with D-valine (Small et al., 1984; Nieburgs et al., 1985; Farr et al., 1986) , extracellular matrix (Eshel et al., 1990) , or irradiated fibroblasts as filler cells (Farr et al., 1986; Le et al., 1987) . Sometimes, results were not satisfactory.
We succeeded in successfully cultivating pure rat TEC population using RPMI-1640 (oli4 et al., 1989) . TEC were 99% K.8.13+ (Table   2 ). Figure 1 shows a monolayer of these cells in which typical filamentous intracytoplasmic labeling is seen using K.8.13 mAb and indirect immunofluorescence.
We also used electron microscopy and found ultrastructural characteristics of epithelial cells such as tonofilaments and desmosomes (Fig. 2 ((oli6 et al., 1988) , or HIS (Kampinga et al., 1987) series. In addition, mAbs detecting rat class-I and class-II MHC molecules were also used. Reactivity rat thymus tested in laboratory.
However, many difficulties in obtaining pure TEC population have been reported (reviewed by Osculati et al., 1988) (Le et al., 1987) , mouse (Small et al., 1984 (Small et al., , 1989 Ehmann et al., 1986 ; Eshel et al., (Farr et al., 1989) or cloned mouse TEC from long-term cultures (Farr et al., 1989) or cloned mouse TEC lines (Ransom et al., 1987 Haynes, 1990) . It was recently shown that human (Le et al., 1990 ) and mouse (Murray et al., 1989) TEC also secrete IL-6. In our previous paper ((oli4 et catalogue, 1990) . This finding could be explained by incomplete crossreactivity of the antibody with rat IL-6 or that B9 cells could also respond to certain novel cytokines. For example, it has been recently demonstrated that certain plasmocytoma cell lines used for detection of IL-6 also respond to IL-11 (Paul et al., 1990) . For this reason, the IL-6 activity is given in cpm in the experiments presented here.
The significance of IL-6 in thymocyte proliferation is well-documented. It enhances the proliferation of thymocytes in the presence of IL-2 (van Snick, 1990 ) and (Suda et al., 1990 ) and also induces IL-2 and IL-2 receptor expression (van Snick, 1990; Sehgal, 1990) . Our experiments clearly showed that IL-6 stimulated TEC proliferation, indicating tht it could also be an autocrine growth factor for thymic epithelium. No such finding was reported, although the effect of IL-6 on the growth of other nonlymphoid cells such as fibroblasts (Kohase et al., 1986) , mesangial cells, and keratinocytes (Sehgal, 1990) (Galy et al., 1989 1000 IU/ml 500 IU/ml 250 IU/ml lZ5 IU/ml rh IL-6 * = p<0,05 FIGURE 5. Effect of cytokines on TEC proliferation in vitro. TEC proliferation was determined using 3H thymidine uptake as described in Materials and Methods. Results ((oli4 et al., 1988) and HIS series of mAbs (Kampinga et al., 1987) were obtained from Dr. Kampinga 
